they move 'behind' the supply -demand framework to consider the institutional context which shapes the level and composition of skills. Third, while institutions that affect demand and supply are implicitly treated as exogenous in the economic literature, the special issue contributions suggest in different ways how policymakers and organized interests can and do deliberately engage in institutional design in order to influence the supply of skills. Fourth, economic explanations fail to explain why governments do not compensate for rising inequality through more redistributive taxes and transfers. The special issue documents differences in the propensity of government to engage in such compensation and how this is related to national political institutions and partisan politics. Fifth and following from this, the economic framework does not have much to say about the longrun consequences of inequality on political power, and hence the possibilities for future spending and redistribution. In distinct ways, the contributions to this issue suggest why and how economic and political inequality may be mutually reinforcing. Finally, the papers for this special issue consider dimensions of inequality other than wages. Differences in wealth, in the exposure to labour market risks, in women's labour market opportunities compared with men's and in political influence are all important aspects of the emerging pattern of inequality since the 1980s.
There are eight contributions to this issue, and they can be broadly grouped in three clusters: the first explores the causes of rising in equality and asks how important education and skills are as determinants of this trend. The article by Huber and Stephens provides a broad overview over the most important determinants of socioeconomic inequality and how their explanatory power varies over time. The contribution by Solga focuses on the contemporary period, using a range of indicators measuring differences between education systems. Solga is particularly concerned with understanding the link between human capital and socio-economic inequality, which is less straightforward as often assumed.
The second set of papers focus on the critical role played by the education system in the political economy of inequality. The article by Busemeyer and Iversen is concerned with understanding a particular aspect of education financing: the division of labour between public and private sources of funding. The paper argues that electoral institutions and partisan coalitions shape this division with important, self-reinforcing implications for contemporary patterns of social inequality. Ansell and Gingrich look more closely at the case of the UK, highlighting the institutional and political connections between the housing market, sorting into good and bad schools and the consequences of such sorting for inequality. Wozny and Schneider analyse the impact of educational and vocational training institutions on the gender gap in further firm-based training. They find that the gender gap is larger in countries where vocational education and training is more important relative to academic higher education.
The third set of papers zero in on the broader consequences and implications of socio-economic inequality on politics and political coalitions. Rueda looks at the association between labour market segmentation ('dualization') and the responsiveness of welfare states to economic crises. He finds that a high degree of dualization on the labour market delimits welfare state responsiveness, also during the recent economic and financial crisis. Rehm and Wren study the implications of the growing service economy and liberalization of trade in services on redistributive coalitions in the labour market. In particular, they take issue with a core claim of the compensation argument in globalization theories, showing that high-skilled workers in the exposed sectors of the economy are not more likely to demand social protection, and often support a leaner welfare state. Finally, Schneider and Makszin show that the institutional set-up of the welfare state and economy has implications for patterns of mass participation. Specifically, individuals in the lower half of the skills distribution are more likely to participate when they are protected by generous labour market policies.
In combination, the contributions to this special issue offer a window into leading-edge research on the complex relationship between skills and inequality. A theme running through many of the papers is that economic and political inequalities tend to be mutually reinforcing, which implies that cross-national differences are unlikely to disappear. Moreover, this insight exposes the danger of generalizing from a single case such as the American. Rather, this observation suggests the need for a political economy of inequality that is attentive to national institutional and political context, and how this context interacts with economic and sociological forces of change. The special issue aims to highlight the insights that can be gained from cross-disciplinary inquiry and dialogue, casting new light on economic, political and sociological determinants and their interactions. We hope the reader will find inspiration in these analyses and that they will spark debate and further research on the causes and consequences of inequality.
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